Countries which have ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, have committed to implementing its principles in law and policy. This article explores the challenges for securing children's rights through policy, drawing on a research project conducted for the Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People which sought to identify barriers to effective government delivery for children and young people from the perspective of key stakeholders. The research concluded that, whilst some barriers (such as delay and availability of data) are not child-specific, they can be accentuated when children and young people are the main focus of policy development and more so when seeking to adopt a child rights-compliant approach to policy development and implementation.
Introduction
From education, health and social care, to play and leisure, the justice system and beyond, almost every aspect of children and young people's lives has been subject to recent and on-going policy scrutiny, with 'new' areas emerging on a regular basis.
Examples include the Improving Services for Looked after Children policy in England, the Early Years Framework in Scotland, the Child Poverty Strategy in Wales, and the current policy debates surrounding Shared Education in Northern Ireland. Parallel to Reconciling Children's Policy and Children's Rights 2 these developments is the acceptance among signatory states, including the United Kingdom, of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child ('the CRC') , as an important part of the broader policy context. States Parties commit to implementing children's rights by developing, implementing and integrating its obligations under the CRC into appropriate policies and laws (UN 2003, para 9) . Each of the four jurisdictions of the UK has recognised the CRC as a key aspect of its plans for children (DCSF 2008; Scottish Government 2009; OFMDFM 2006; Welsh Assembly Government 2009 ). As such, the CRC should have a core role to play in informing and shaping policy discourse for children and young people.
The extent to which government takes its obligations seriously can be compounded by the inherent complexities of policymaking. The transmutation of any policy from formulation stage with its signalled intentions, commitments and objectives, to its subsequent implementation, and from the latter to the achievement of concrete outcomes and their evaluation is fraught with difficulties. Conflicting agendas, varying mandates, resource implications and political will are just some factors that can impinge upon the process of 'translating policy into action' (Barratt 2004, p.251) . Policy processes are value laden, having both implicit and explicit things to say about those overseeing the process, the subject matter, the characteristics of the targeted population group, and about the value that is accorded to rights discourse. The Committee on the Rights of the Child, reflecting upon some of these issues, has suggested that the ways in which policy is developed and implemented is reflective of the place of the child in society and the political priority accorded to children and their rights (UN 2003, para 10) . This paper explores some of the challenges for securing children's rights through policy processes, focusing on the implications of these for children and young people. It draws upon findings in a recent research project carried out for the Northern Ireland Reconciling Children's Policy and Children's Rights 3 Commissioner for Children and Young People (NICCY) which explored the key barriers to effective government delivery for children and young people. The range of barriers identified prompted consideration of the extent to which these were child-specific or childrights specific in nature or a common, albeit undesirable, feature of policymaking irrespective of the targeted group. The aim of the article is to assess the extent to which the identified barriers to policy development impact on children and young people to a greater, lesser or comparable extent than the population more generally, particularly when a child rights-based approach is a key objective. In particular, it explores the implications of, and difficulties associated with, children's rights-based approaches and discourse in this context. The article concludes by reflecting on the implications of policy processes for children and young people and suggests that whilst some barriers are representative of the complexities associated with policy processes generally, they can be exacerbated when children and young people are the main focus and become more difficult still when the intention is to adopt a CRC-compliant approach to policy development and implementation.
The Project
The research team was commissioned by NICCY to analyse the key structural barriers to effective government delivery for children in Northern Ireland and to develop a set of recommendations on the ways in which the identified barriers could be overcome. The Table 1 :
Reconciling Children's Policy and Children's Rights 7 As can be seen, the timeframe for relevant policies and strategies varies significantly from 2/3 years to a somewhat worrying 9 years, especially given that the focus of the This unique scenario has brought with it a whole new set of considerations, including the ongoing need for cross-party agreement. The latter has been viewed as the main contributory factor for the 'near policy impasse' that has prevailed with the Northern
Ireland Executive failing to reach agreement on a number of major social policy issues (Gray and Birrell, 2012 This 'near impasse' has clearly extended to issues relating to children and young people.
There is a danger that such delays will have a disproportionate impact on children and young people due primarily to the fact that policies for this group tend to have implications for long term outcomes. Longer than anticipated time lags in areas of education, health and early intervention, impact on children at a crucial point in the life course, with particular consequences for those from marginalised groups (UN 2003; 2005) .
Lack of Coordination and Joined-up Government
A lack of coordination and 'joined-up working' across government departments emerged as the primary barrier to effective government delivery for children and young people. This is in spite of the consistent emphasis that has been placed on cross-sectoral coordination by the Committee (UN 2003, para 37-39). The latter emphasis is reflective of the reality that children's lives do not fall neatly into the realms of single government departments. While there was some evidence of good practice of collaboration at intraagency level, this was not always replicated at central government level. Joined-up working between departments was perceived to be based primarily upon goodwill and good working relationships between individuals in respective departments, resulting in inconsistency of practice. Policymakers in particular highlighted the importance of knowing whom to approach in respective departments, something which was made all the more difficult in the context of on-going departmental restructuring and reorganisation. These difficulties are due, in part, to the fact that the Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister (OFMdFM), whose role it is to contribute to and oversee the co-ordination of Executive policies, is not a statutory body; nor does it have a statutory duty or the power to enforce collaboration between Government departments.
The practical difficulties in coordinating policy agendas were described by one policymaker as follows: The problems associated with joined-up working are not ameliorated by very diverse ministerial portfolios from across the Northern Ireland political spectrum. As one NGO representative put it: "They guard their own portfolio very closely and aren't willing to go outside of that in terms of sharing resources or joined-up policy agendas." The fragmented approach to strategy and policy development has been highlighted as a key failure of a number of strategies. For example, there was concern that the draft Early Failure of government departments or agencies to work together effectively can have exceptionally tragic consequences for children and young people and can also contribute to poor social, educational and health outcomes, for example, with respect to children in care, disabled children, children in the early years, and young people at times of transition (Greco and Sloper, 2004; Kaehne and Beyer, 2009 ). Heavy reliance on goodwill and the insistence in compartmentalising children's lives can lead to a form of implementation that is disjointed and fragmented in practice. It also fails to give due consideration to the Committee's observation that child development is a holistic concept, embracing the whole Convention (UN 2006, para 10). While the importance of joined-up working is widely recognised at policy level, there is little evidence of this occurring in daily practice.
Insufficient Data
Determination of the state of play at any given point in time; how well a policy is working; its actual impact on targeted group(s); and identification of policy gaps; underpins the need for good quality data systems. It is also a crucial tool in monitoring national implementation of the CRC. The Committee has said that data on children must be comprehensive, reliable and sufficiently disaggregated to enable the identification of discrimination and/or disparities in the realisation of rights across the State Party (UN 2003, para 48). In practice however, the study identified clear concerns from NGOs at the lack of data on many aspects of children and young people's lives in Northern Ireland and that, where data had been collected, it was not sufficiently disaggregated to facilitate the identification of discrimination or to enable meaningful assessment of progress against strategies and policies. This is a far-reaching issue; international statistics on children tend to use aggregated national data which ranks countries according to their performance on particular outcomes (Ennew, 2011) . As such, "children... tend to be a statistically undifferentiated category" (Ennew 2011, 152 ) in a way that is different from adults. Whilst differentiation of adult-based data on the grounds of, for example, gender, religion, and ethnicity, is increasingly common, disaggregation on these grounds among children is less so, and can be more complex to achieve. There is also a tendency for data to focus on key child development and well-being indicators rather than the full range of children's rights (Lundy, Kilkelly, Byrne and Kang 2012 can be difficult to access and measure, and subject to the control of adult gatekeepers, with the result that data on these remains comparatively scant. The lack of comprehensive data that is qualitative and quantitative, child-centred and sufficiently disaggregated raises concerns on the extent to which the impact of strategies and policies can be accurately measured and government delivery for children fully assessed.
Limited engagement with children and young people in policy development and implementation
It is only relatively recently that children have entered into policy discourse as 'policy actors' (Arnott, 2006) . The Committee has emphasised that the views of children should 'Consultation with children and young people tends to... be very direct, extremely forceful and has a real quality to it that you don't get from consultees who are at system level...
It puts policy developers quite healthily in their place' (Policymaker)
Meaningful and consistent engagement can prove challenging in a fragmented policy environment . Children and young people involved in policymaking processes may not always be representative of local or targeted childhood populations and such processes do not always lead to tangible policy outcomes (Tisdall and Davis, 2004) . The move towards participatory forms of governance has not been without critique. Whilst welcomed in theory, in practice this has been accompanied by concern as to the meaningfulness of involvement in consultation processes (Tisdall 2008; Sinclair 2004) . These concerns relate to the amount of information that is provided in consultation documents, the length of documents, and the way in which comments from consultees are received. The study and/or available. One policymaker was of the view that consultation events with children, where they occurred, had become a 'tick box' exercise and found that directly involving young people through meetings had a much more significant impact on policy development:
'[I]n those meetings I got to hear probably some of the most salient pieces of information about policymaking that I needed to…it wasn't like a game or an exercise that we did in a facilitated way, it was a proper meeting'
Such meetings remain rare. These issues raise questions on the degree to which engagement with children in policy development has been meaningful. While there is an increasing trend and recognition of seeking children's views, assessing the long term impact such views had on government delivery for children is much more problematic.
Limited Commitment to Children's Rights
More broadly there was a recurring theme around the level of commitment to children's rights. In spite of the UK ratification, the Committee has expressed concern 'that the Convention is not regularly used as a framework for the development of strategies throughout the State party.' (UN 2008, para 14) . The degree of consistency with which the issue of children's rights was, firstly, addressed, and secondly, put into practice, varied; not just between Government departments but between strategies and policies irrespective of origin. Lack of a children's rights-based approach to the development of policies was a core concern expressed by NGOs. Issues raised included concern at the absence of any reference to children's rights at all; failure of departments to engage with the cross-cutting principles of the CRC and/or with any or all relevant substantive children's rights standards; and the absence of an underlying child rights framework in policy development more generally. Indeed, the draft Children and Young People's Strategy (October 2003) was initially set as Northern Ireland's 'implementation plan for the Convention'. However, the final strategy replaced that approach with one that will instead help drive Northern Ireland "towards a culture which respects and progresses the rights of the child." (OFMDFM 2006, 13) .
It is interesting to note that some consultation documents, such as the Families Matter The priority accorded to children's rights has not been assisted by the drawn out Bill of Rights process in Northern Ireland which did not propose any new rights for children (NIO 2009, 62 Not all of the challenges identified in the research are wholly child specific. We would suggest, however, that these challenges may be exacerbated when children and young people's lives are the subject of policy development and implementation, with potentially negative implications for both short and long term outcomes and for subsequent stages of the life course. These concerns are further accentuated when child rights discourse is added into the mix. Whilst children's rights are regularly used as a strong lobbying tool by NGOs and as a rallying point for politicians, this can stop short of full or effective implementation when its perceived realities are brought to bear. The intersection between childhood and rights is an added complexity with the elevation of children and young people to a 'rights status' appearing to generate fears of 'new' ways of being and doing in spite of the international obligations that already exist.
In conclusion, if children and young people are to benefit fully and expediently from policy initiatives, there needs to be explicit recognition of the particularities of the policy process for this group and ways in which policy challenges can impact disproportionately. The obligations under the CRC are not meant to be taken lightly, yet remain largely confined to the margins of policymaking. A child rights compliant approach to policy development and implementation is not unachievable; many countries have successfully adopted a range of models to this end (Lundy, Kilkelly, Byrne and Kang 2012) . A core underpinning to the myriad of approaches that exist in this regard is, however, political will. The importance of this can be seen through rights-based legislative developments such as willingness to listen, accept and 'follow through', but upon the costs and practicalities of implementation and availability of resources. In some cases political will may already exist, or can be generated through sustained dialogue with stakeholders; in other instances enforced political will may be required through, for example, incorporation of the CRC into national law. There is evidence to suggest that giving legal status to the CRC in some form, combined with effective monitoring and enforcement mechanisms can provide the required impetus to better protect children's rights (Lundy, Kilkelly, Byrne and Kang 2012) . Sustained investment in training is also required to kick-start an awareness-raising process in a way that will allow a children's rights culture to definitively and substantively emerge. This has particular connotations for those who are responsible for policy operationalization. Recognition of the legitimacy and utility of children's rights by policymakers is a crucial stepping stone to the development of an environment in which children's rights can be effectively realized. This is not to underestimate the difficulties that may still remain, but is recognition of the importance Reconciling Children's Policy and Children's Rights 20 of a child rights sensitive context which allows substantive engagement with the issues to take place and solutions to be found.
